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Helping the World Think
B
Two young alumni
pursue yearlong projects
designed to promote
environmental responsibility.
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ecause of Furman's commitment
to environmental sustainability,
the university was invited in 2007
to participate in the Compton Mentor
Fellowship program.
Each year the program, sponsored
by the Compton Foundation of California,
provides $35,000 awards to eight graduat
ing seniors who then pursue a yearlong
environmental project of their choice.
The fellowships are considered the most
prestigious environmental awards for
U.S. undergraduates.
Furman is one of 10 institutions
nationwide that compete for the Mentor
Fellowships. Each Fellow implements
a self-directed project and chooses a mentor
who provides "guidance, encouragement
and impetus for continued learning and
service."
Kartikeya Singh and Colin Hagan,
members of Furman's Class of 2007, were
awarded fellowships last spring.

Singh, who designed his own major
in ecology and sustainable development,
chose to spend his fellowship year in India
where, under the guidance of Sun ita
Narain, director of the Center for Science
and Environment, he assessed barriers
to decentralized renewable energy systems
in rural areas of the country.
Hagan, who double-majored in polit
ical science and English, remained in
South Carolina, working with conservation
groups and developing a guide on climate
change and its potential impact on the
Palmetto State. His mentor was Jennifer
Rennicks, federal policy coordinator for
the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy.
Again this year, two members of
Furman's graduating class were awarded
Compton Mentor Fellowships. Elizabeth
Cooke, an English and environmental
sciences major from Richland Center,
Wis., and Angel Cruz, a biology major
from Burnsville, N.C., were to begin
their projects in mid-June.

Green
Cooke will work to combat defor
estation in Haiti through the introduction
of alternative fuel sources designed to help
eliminate the need for charcoal fuels. Her
mentor will be Georges Valme, founding
president of the Haitian American Agro
Industries.
Cruz will pursue a project on sustain
able agriculture in rural El Salvador. It
will be one of that nation's first attempts
to approach sustainable agriculture with
in a community instead of a single farm.
Armando Marquez Ochoa, executive
director of FUN DAHMER, a service
organization, will be her mentor.
In keeping with the university's efforts
to promote environmental awareness
on campus and off, Furman asked Singh
to share his impressions from his year
in India, and Leigh Gauthier Savage '94
talked with Hagan about his work.
Their reports follow.

How Indians are adapting: A resident of Rajasthan shows off his solar home lighting system.
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Hope for India's future:
Renewable energy for rural areas
hen I interviewed for the Compton
Mentor Fellowship in the spring of
2007, I told the selection committee,
"It's one thing for me to sit here and tell you what
I am going to do, but the realities will be quite
different once I land in Delhi, and there's no
telling what will happen to me."
Now, after spending a year in a booming,
dynamic, international city in a so-called
"developing country," I realize how accurate my
comment was. I had the opportunity not only to
get in touch with my past (my family had moved
away from India 14 years ago) but to discover
a country at the crossroads of determining its
own developmental future - and, in many
ways, the ecological future of the entire planet.
We've all heard of "rising India," and the
nation is growing rapidly. It is, in fact, on a crusade
to emulate the industrialized nations of the world.
Its ambitions will have both global ecological
implications and unimaginable local consequences.

W

It was not unusual
for people to mistake me
for a government official
who had come to right
what is wrong.

I

arrived last August ready to work with my
mentor, Sunita Narain, director of the Center
for Science and Environment. Reality, as I had
expected, set in quickly, and I began to address
the complex issue of climate change in a much
different way than I had initially planned one fitting entirely within the Indian context.
In the international arena of climate nego
tiations, India argues from a platform of having
nearly 500 million people with no access to
electricity. Because so many of its people lack
electrical power, expecting this nation to curb
emissions would be ethically unjust.
This is where my project fit in. I looked
closely at ways to provide energy to the rural
masses in a carbon neutral manner - and in
a way that avoids the need to extend the national
grid. The government has plans to "electrify"
the entire country by 2012, but how it chooses
to do so - whether through grid-fed coal power
(India has one of the largest coal reserves in the
world) or through decentralized renewable energy
- will have global implications.
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Mahatma Gandhi once said, "India lives
in her villages." So I chose to go there, see the
"real" India and speak to people about their
energy needs.
One of my visits took me to Ranthambore
National Park, where nearly 80 percent of the
world's "tigers in the wild" photographs are taken.
At Ranthambore one finds tigers rambling among
the ruins of a once mighty kingdom that flour
ished in the middle of the j ungle. The area is
reminiscent of Rudyard Kipling's The Jungle Book.
However, the only characters like Kipling's
Mowgli that you'll find in Ranthambore are
the villagers living on the fringes of the park,
struggling to survive. They come into the park
only for fodder for their livestock or to collect
wood for fuel.

T

his India, the wild India, is the reason for
my passion for the environment. Until the
basic needs of humankind are met (like those of
the villagers around the park), how can we begin
to imagine a long-term, secure future for our
planet's biodiversity?
Around the periphery of the park, fields
of mustard plants with brilliant yellow blossoms
stretch as far as the eye can see. In the villages
I found residents installing small domestic biogas
plants to meet their cooking needs.
The use of biogas plants is encouraged so
that residents will not be so dependent on wood
collected from the nearby tiger habitat for fuel.
(The population of tigers in the country has
plummeted to 1 ,41 1 , less than half of what it was
presumed to be five years ago.) Many residents
in rural areas own cattle, and the biogas plants
enable them to use the dung produced by their
herds to generate a secondary energy resource:
gas, a cleaner and more efficient fuel than wood.
A byproduct of the process is organic fertilizer,
which decreases the need for expensive synthetic
fertilizers.
The biogas plants are submerged, air-tight
tanks two to three cubic meters in size. They
break down the organic matter in the dung and

extract methane gas, which is then piped into
the beneficiaries' kitchens and burned in
modified gas cooking stoves.
The fuel the plants produce is devoid of
harmful fumes and smoke. Because the biogas
plants also improve cooking efficiency, they
increase family productivity and save money
and time. They can provide enough gas to
cook three meals a day for a family of five.
Ram Karan, a village resident, said, "If
you do not build more of these biogas plants,
the j ungle will be finished," pointing to the
villagers' reliance on the park's wood for fuel.
"Give us something that will help us run
generators with local resources."
He had found a way to use some of the
gas from a mini-plant to run a generator power
ing a water pump. This decreased his need for
diesel fuel, the cost of which can consume half
a farmer's yearly income. He added, "Give
us solar, too. [His family did not have access
to the power grid.] We are willing to pay!"
I next made my way to Ameen's place.
He welcomed me with fruit from his farm and
showed me his vermiculture-generated compost.
The compost is made from the excretions of
earthworms, which eat manure and other farm
wastes and convert them to vermicompost.
"I want to leave farming and get many more
cattle to start a dairy. I will have many biogas
plants and solar as well to run the dairy," he
said. Clearly biogas is fueling big ambitions here.
As I prepared to leave he said, "Don't forget
about us." The look in his eyes conveyed his
deep trust and faith in my work. It was not
unusual for people to mistake me for a govern
ment official who had come to right what is wrong.
Biogas plants enable residents of rural areas to produce gas and organic fertilizer from cow dung.

I

keep the voices of these people in mind when
debating the issue of climate change in the
global context. My first chance to do so was
at the United Nations Conference on Climate
Change, held in Bali, Indonesia, in December.
During the months leading up to the con
ference, I was drawn to the role and inclusion
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The author and friend at the Bali conference.

of developing countries in the agreement that
will signal, in 2012, the end of the first phase
of the Kyoto Protocol - a historic international
effort that estflblished a framework for reducing
global emissions.
The rural people of India have the right to
a better livelihood, which will come with improved
access to energy resources. But as India attempts
to fulfill its ambitions, it must look beyond
traditional approaches that rely solely on fossil
fuels. Ideally the country could establish a low
carbon plan by helping its citizens "develop"
while at the same time minimizing emissions.
I was in Bali as part of the United States
youth delegation, but I was also the only Indian
youth representative there. Our group attempted
to represent the "real" view, as we called it, of the
United States - one that was incongruent with
that of the Bush administration.
Recent polls have shown that 80 percent
of Americans want to see firm action on climate
change. Movements such as the "Power Shift"
protest of last fall have helped inspire young
people to converge on Capitol Hill and demand
"
action. In Bali, we wanted to show other countries
that citizens of the United States do want change.
Our delegation questioned the U.S. represen
tatives about the government's failure to move on
climate change since 2001, when the Bush admin
istration declined to sign the Kyoto accords. But
the U.S. negotiators highlighted the real problem
when they told us we needed the votes, and votes
16
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come only with further campaigns to spread
awareness.
While it was important to be in Bali and
see how complex climate change negotiations
can be, it is equally important to keep fighting
the battle back in the States. As a youth repre
sentative at the talks - attempting to speak
for the 48 percent of the global population who
were not represented, but whose future was
being debated - I left Bali with yet another
resolve: to launch a youth campaign in India.
I discovered, however, that my task would
be a daunting one. "Youth? Shouldn't they
have the same view as their elders?" That was
the response of one of the Indian negotiators
when I told him I was the only representative
of "young" India.

I

f India is indeed attempting to become a global
power, shouldn't it work to redefine the concept
of "development?" Shouldn't it serve as a
laboratory to see how the world will establish
a new development paradigm, one that leapfrogs
the carbon-intensive growth pattern?
To make this happen would, of course, require
the assistance of wealthier nations. Furthermore,
it would require a push from within India, begin
ning with the younger generation.
Our generation must think differently than
those preceding us simply because the challenge
that lies ahead is unlike any the world has yet
witnessed. We must rid ourselves of the shackles
that restrict our ways of thinking and bind us into
inaction.
I do not have all the answers. I simply know
that the issue of climate change, steeped in com
plexity, must be discussed on a more aggressive
scale both in India and in the United States.
One thing I could provide during my limited
time in India was a platform for Indian youth
to be taken seriously. So I worked to establish
the Indian Youth Climate Network (IYCN) a rope that will bind me between two nations
whose environmental futures lie in the ability
of their young people to redefine the face
of development.
As the Web site (http://iycn.in) states, "IYCN
is a coalition uniting Indian youth and Indian
youth-oriented organizations who are concerned
about climate change. We as the future leaders

of the country can generate awareness and
establish consensus on what role India should
play in the global debate, and how it should
address domestic issues of climate j ustice and
adaptation. It is a monumental effort but one
with immense potential."

W

ith my time in India coming to a close,
I have contemplated staying for at least
another year. Many opportunities have presented
themselves, and people have taken me more
seriously than I had expected.
The most important reason for staying is
that I believe the launch of the Indian Youth
Climate Network has put in motion a system that
will, over time, bring about monumental change.
Before I leave I am organizing a Delhi Youth
Summit on Climate Change, in which college
students and young professionals will come
together to establish a charter that addresses
the economic, ecological and social implications
of climate change on the country's capital 
and how the city should develop.
There are also plans for a national youth
meeting to establish the Indian Youth Charter
on Climate Change, with input from all 28
Indian states. And we are working to form
a delegation of Indian youth to attend the next
United Nations Conference on Climate Change,
which will be held in Poland in December.
After much deliberation, however, I have
decided to return to the States for another
degree. This fall I will begin a master's
program in environmental management
at Yale University's School of Forestry and
Environmental Studies. Once I complete
the program, I plan to come back to India
and resume my efforts to address the environ
mental challenges that the country must confront.
The decades ahead will require us to rethink
the concept of development for the entire planet,
and especially what energy sources will be used.
The words of Ameen, "Don't forget about us,"
help reaffirm my commitment to exploring new
energy pathways to support the rapidly expanding
economy of a country whose hopes and dreams
are growing at an equal pace.
- KARTIKEYA SINGH '07

Action on the homefront:
A practical guide to climate change

T

eachers are often unaware of the impact
they have on students - or the resulting
impact their students have on the state,
the nation and the world.
Take Robert Bradford, a high school biology
teacher in Texas who once suggested that Colin
Hagan read the novel Ishmael: An Adventure
of the Mind and Spirit. Daniel Quinn's 1991
book won the Turner Tomorrow Fellowship,
which goes to writers who seek "creative and
positive solutions to global problems."
The book altered Hagan's world view and
ignited his passion for environmental issues.
The most recent result, A South Carolina
Guide to Climate Change, could help shape
the state's future.
Hagan's guide, the first of its kind in the
region, takes an in-depth look at how climate
change will affect the state's plants, animals and
people. The guide offers tips for reducing green
hou e gases and other practical ideas that people
in South Carolina can add to their daily routines.
Hagan (above), a 2007 Furman graduate,
spent the last year traveling the state and com
piling research thanks to a Compton Mentor
Fellowship. The Compton Foundation award,
worth $35,000, allows recent college graduates
to work with a mentor on yearlong projects
related to the environment.
While many Compton Fellows choose
assignments that send them to far-flung locales,
Hagan's idea was to bring global warming closer

to home. "I didn't see a lot of action taking place
on energy and climate change issues in South
Carolina," he says. "In talking to people, I began
to get the sense that they thought it was far away,
it couldn't impact us, and we couldn't do much
about it. I wanted to describe what could happen
here - that global warming isn't just about
polar bears."
Since he embarked on his journey, he has
been pleased, he says, to witness something of
a turning point, with more groups and individuals
in the state taking interest in the issue. "A lot
of people recognize that South Carolina has
a lot to lose," Hagan says.
Through his research, he found that the
average temperature in the state is expected
to rise as much as five degrees within the next
100 years. Such a seemingly small number
could have devastating ramifications for the
state's climate when coupled with increased
precipitation and sporadic drought conditions.
Hagan's guide, which is available on-line
(www.scclimatechange.org) and in a printed
version, describes how small changes in wildlife
habitats could affect the state's entire population.
Fishing enthusiasts may be concerned about
the loss of the Southern Brook Trout due to
warming waters, and hikers may worry about
forests threatened by growing populations of
pine beetles, but Hagan says health and economic
issues should concern every citizen - even those
who are skeptical about global warming or feel
people aren't the cause.
"Tourism is South Carolina's No. 1 industry,"
he says, pointing out that it brings in millions
of dollars annually and employs 200,000 people.
Thus the need to protect natural areas that
attract visitors looking for hiking, camping,
fishing or golf.
Public health concerns include the potential
for more heat-related injuries, smog-induced
asthma and favorable conditions for tropical
diseases.
A large part of Hagan's mission has been to
find practical ways South Carolinians can make

a difference. He suggests such simple approaches
as washing clothes in cold water, using the air-dry
setting on the dishwasher, keeping window blinds
closed during the summer, and weatherizing
homes to prevent leaks. "What's good for the
climate is good for your checkbook," he says.
Although some might say a few shuttered
blinds and weather strips won't make a dent
in the problem, Hagan says his experience at
Furman showed him otherwise. He helped start
a residence hall energy contest in which students
competed to see who could reduce their energy
usage the most. In less than one year, 11 build
ings saved 1 50,000 kilowatt hours of electricity.
"It goes to show that small actions taken by
a large number of people can add up," he says.
Hagan, who grew up in Tyler, Texas, dis
covered Furman on-line and decided to attend
after visiting the school and sitting in on
a class, where he was impressed by the intimate atmosphere and interactive approach.
At Furman he found like-minded students,
joining organizations such as the Environmental
Action Group, the Year of the Environment
Committee and the Southern Energy Network.
After majoring in political science and
English, he planned to attend law school until
he received the Compton Fellowship. He may
still pursue a law degree at some point, but his
global warming project has fanned the flames
of his interest in environmental activism.
"The experience I've gained over the course
of the last year has really convinced me that
my time would be more valuable working
in this field," he says. "Given the severity
of the situation we are in now, we have only
10 or so years to make a dramatic shift. I might
be of better service if I keep on working."
-LEIGH GAUTH IER SAVAGE

The author, a 1994 Furman graduate, is a free
lance writer from Simpsonville, S.C.
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